Letters Chloral Hydrate Warning
It has come to my attention that thousands of children each year are given chloral hydrate as a sedative for dental and other medical practices. It is usually administered as a syrup or in fruit punch. Dentists consider this procedure safe because of the few adverse effects observed in children receiving this drug. Chloral hydrate is, however, a toxic metabolite of the rodent carcinogen trichloroethylene (TCE) and is a mutagen and chromosome-damaging agent (1 Hamilton's article reports on a National Research Council (NRC) study, Confronting Climate Change: Strategies for Energy Research and Development. The study correctly points out that federal funding for energy R&D has declined greatly and that the government has not encouraged the development of alternatives to fossil fuels. Now, everyone watching the evening news is aware of the political and military costs of our dependence on fossil fuels. Someday, the economic and environmental costs of our dependence will also become generally evident.
The NRC report calls for a greater emphasis on R&D relating to solar and renewable energy sources. Indeed, significant advances have been made in these areas over the last decade, and they hold great promise for the future. Substantial progress has also been made in the development of magnetic fusion. In fact, over the past 20 years, physicists have improved the quality of magnetically confined plasmas 1 millionfold.
The progress of fusion science and technology has been such that the next steps require very large machines, costing hundreds of millions of dollars. Now, as distinct from most other energy technologies, investment for each fusion experimental device is too large, and the return on the investment too long, to expect anyone other than national governments to pay. This summer an independent review group, the Fusion Policy Advisory Committee, recognized that funding is restricting progress in fusion and has recommended to DOE that the budget for magnetic fusion energy be doubled over the next 5 years, enabling the construction of a burning plasma experiment and U.S. participation in the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor. Considering the progress being made and the evident future need for reliable, environmentally attractive energy sources, this is surely not the time to cut funding for magnetic fusion. RUSH D. HOLT Assistant Director, Plasma Physics Laboratory, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ 08543
Response: The DOE magnetic fusion budget is indeed 44% smaller in constant dollars than it was in 1979. Those cuts fell disproportionately on the capital and construction budgets. The NRC panel, however, used National Science Foundation data that excludes capital and construction costs and came up with a decrease in fusion R&cD of only 7% in 11 years. (I apologize for mistakenly attributing this 7% decline to DOE's entire magnetic fusion program.) NRC study director Mahadevan Mani contends that the panel's recommendation to divert fusion spending to alternative energy programs isn't related to these budget figures, which were provided only for comparison, but to its judgment that scarce research dollars should be devoted to energy technologies with shorter time horizons.
